National Rural Network is an important instrument for rural development in Poland. NRN is an instrument of the Rural Areas Development Programme. The main objective of NRN is to support the rural areas of the European Union by providing information, experiences and good practices for sustainable rural development. These measures are intended to improve the quality of life of rural residents and the conditions of their work. The aim of the paper is to demonstrate whether the implementation of NRN initiatives contributes to socio-economic development of rural areas in Podlaskie Voivodship. In order to achieve this objective, the projects supported by NRN for the years 2010-2017 were reviewed, and the numbers of the projects in individual poviats were compared to the changes in values of socio-economic development indicators derived from the Central Statistical Office data.
NATIONAL RURAL NETWORK (NRN)
There are two keys for the development of rural areas. On one hand, top-down interventions of programmes and decisions undertaken on the national and EU level. On the other hand, crucially important is the involvement and cooperation on the local level. In this respect, important role is attributed to local self-government, and also to social organisations (foundations, associations, Local Action Groups) and local leaders. The place where EU, national, regional and local policies of support for rural development meet, is the National Rural Network (NRN).
The NRN, established in Poland in 2008, is a part of the European Network for Rural Development (ENRD), which coordinates bilateral international cooperation between rural networks of member states. The legal basis for the emergence of both European and national rural networks is Council Regulation (EC) 1698 The basic objective of establishing NRN and its regional secretaries in individual voivodships is to ensure efficient and dynamic development of rural areas by exchanging information (specialists knowledge and know-how) and disseminating knowledge in the areas of programs, to improve the effectiveness of implementation of development instruments and to equalize the opportunities and promote territorial cohesion of rural areas (Onofrei et al., 2009 ; Co to jest KSOW?, 2009; Drygas, 2010; Petres and Gregory, 2014; Miś, 2015) . The National Rural Network should therefore serve as an instrument for exchanging best practices and supporting rural development initiatives in many dimensions and in different spatial scales.
The Regional Secretary of NRN in Podlaskie Voivodeship is considered to be relatively active. The results of research conducted by Król (2010) place it in the 6th place among 16 regional units. Podlaskie NRN has a relatively small number of partners (31 institutions). The majority of them are social organizations (42%), local authorities (13%), as well as secondary and higher education institutions (19%).
The aim of the paper is to demonstrate whether the implementation of NRN initiatives contributes to socioeconomic development of rural areas in Podlaskie Voivodship. In order to achieve this objective, first the projects supported by Podlaskie Regional Secretary of National Rural Network for the years 2010-2017 were described in terms of their types, geographic location and change of their number in time. The data about the projects was derived from the official webpage of NRN, archival information and yearly reports of activity of this institution. Then, the numbers of the projects in individual poviats (counties) were compared to the changes in values of socio-economic development indicators derived from the Central Statistical Office data, and correlation between these variables was calculated. Finally, several concrete projects and events supported by NRN were described in detail as case studies with emphasis put on the importance these projects for local development of rural areas.
NATIONAL RURAL NETWORK ACTIVITIES IN PODLASKIE VOIVODESHIP
During the period in the analysis, since 2010 till October 2017, Podlaskie Regional Secretary of NRN organised 362 events of various character. The most common were informational meetings, seminars, workshops and conferences (163 events). Other types of events included study visits, contests, stalls and fairs and festivals (Table 1 ). In total, the majority of events organised by Podlaskie Regional Secretary of NRN were located in Podlaskie Voivodeship (80.1%). Further 12.7% were organised in other voivodeships of Poland, and the smallest part of the events (7.2%) took place abroad. In Podlaskie Voivodeship NRN organised mostly informational meetings, seminars, workshops and conferences, as well as contests and festivals ( fig. 1) . In other regions of Poland mostly stalls and fairs, as well as study visits were organised. In other countries the activity of NRN was focused on the realisation of study visits (acknowledging with good practices abroad). In other voivodeships of Poland and abroad Podlaskie Regional Secretary of NRN organised very few informational meetings etc., contests and festivals. In Podlaskie, the highest number of NRN events was organised in Białystok Poviat (126), which covers the suburban areas of Białystok, the capital of voivodeship. Wysokie Mazowieckie Powiat located south-west from Białystok was on the second place (54 events), followed by Sokółka and Siemiatycze Poviats. Out of fourteen land poviats of Podlskie voivodeships, in two (Grajewo and Zambrów Poviats) there were no NRN events organised between 2010 and 2017. Outside of Podlaskie voivodeship, the highest number of events was organised in Mazowieckie Voivodeship where Warsaw is located (10 events), and in Germany (9 events). Informational meetings, seminars, workshops and conferences were mainly organised in Białystok Poviat. Until 2015 Wysokie Mazowieckie, Siemiatycze and Sokółka poviats were also most frequented by these events. In 2017 Kolno and Łomża poviats obtained the first place in the number of such events. Study visits were mostly organised in other voivodeships and countries. Germany was most frequented by Podlaskie NRN trips, four times in the analysed period, followed by Austria, Lithuania and Latvia. Among Polish voivodeships, Kujawsko-Pomorskie was most often visited. During few first years of the analysis, international visits were more often than domestic ones, yet since 2014 domestic visits predominate. Over two thirds of all contests organised by Podlaskie NRN took place in two poviats: Wysokie Mazowieckie Poviat (29) and Białystok Poviat (25). The remaining part was distributed between other poviats of the region, some of them also took place outside of Podlasie. Most of stalls and fairs organised by Podlaskie NRN took place in other regions of Poland, most often in Podkarpackie, Łódzkie and Wielkopolskie voivodeships. There were a bit less fairs organised inside Podlaskie region, and Augustów Poviat as well as Wysokie Mazowieckie Poviat hosted the highest number of them. All four such events organised by NRN abroad were located in Germany. Over half of festivals organised by NRN were located in Białystok Poviat. The remaining part was mostly hosted by other poviats in Podlaskie Voivodeship, mostly Sokółka Poviat. NRN organised only three festivals outside of the region, two in Mazowieckie Voivodeship and one in Latvia.
The frequency of events organised by the Podlaskie Regional Secretary of NRN changed over time (Fig. 3) . 
CORRELATIONS BETWEEN NUMBER OF NRN ACTIVITIES AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC INDICATORS
In order to examine the effects of the activity of NRN on local development, several socio-economic indicators were compared with the number of NRN activities in poviats of Podlaskie Voiodeship. The number of NRN activities of all kinds were used as independent variable, while the change of values of socio-economic indicators between 2009 and 2016 were considered dependent variables, and Pearson correlation coefficients between the two were calculated. The socio-economic indicators taken into account included demographic characteristic (population), one referring to entrepreneurship (number of economic activities), two regarding employment (number of employed persons and rate of unemployment) and one describing (average monthly wages). Units of reference were all fourteen land poviats of Podlaskie Voivodeship. Table 2 presents that Podlaskie voivodeship as a whole experienced slight decline in population, and an improvement in all measurements of economic situation during the period in the analysis: there were increases in the numbers of economic activities and total employment, the unemployment rate decreased by a quarter, and average salaries went up by almost a third. These changes did not however occur at the same pace in all parts of the voivodeship. Some poviats experienced decrease of the number of enterprises (Augustów and Zambrów Poviats), or increase of unemployment (Siemiatycze Poviat).
The analysis was performed to verify if the differences in pace and direction of economic development was correlated with the number of NRN activities, which could lead to a conclusion about the beneficial impact of NRN on local development. The activity of NRN proved to be positively correlated with change of population, number of economic activities and employed persons. All these correlations were statistically significant. Yet, the number of NRN activities is not correlated to the change of unemployment and average salary. The statistical correlation does not prove causal relation between NRN activity and development. This relation may also have opposite direction (more dynamic poviats attract NRN activates) or may be a result of a confounding variable, in this situation e.g. the proximity to Białystok city. 
EXAMPLES OF THE IMPACT OF NRN EVENTS
In this section we will present three examples of concrete events organised by Podlaskie Regional Secretary of NRN and describe its contribution to socio-economic development of the region.
International Practical-Academic Conference "Tourism, recreation and traditions in rural areas" was held in Ziołowy Zakątek in Koryciny on 20-21 July 2014. The conference was organized by Podlaskie NRN in cooperation with the Higher School of Physical Education and Tourism in Bialystok. Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development was the patron of the conference. The Regional Secretary of NRN financed the conference. The aims of the conference were: to exchange experiences and practices of researchers and industry professionals involved in tourism and recreation in rural areas; to present cultural values and traditions of the Podlasie region; to carry out workshops and fieldworks titled "Cultivation of herbs, processing, display of oil stamping, the brand of organic farming and its products"; and to exchange international experience. There were 70 participants from five countries: Poland, Belarus, Lebanon, Russia, and Ukraine. The speakers represented 14 Polish universities, seven foreign academic institutions, six industry institutions and six other related institutions. The conference was divided into four sections, during which 34 presentations were delivered. A survey showed that both this conference, and three other academic and practical conferences funded by NRN were highly evaluated in terms of content and organization (Kozłowska and Ryszkowski, 2015a) . Among the results of this conference there were two inter-university agreements, four employment contracts, including three for academics from Belarus, four academic internships and publication of an academic monograph. Also the participants could visit the largest botanical garden in Poland, learn about the principles of herbs cultivation, their processing, ecological products and the way of building a brand of an organic farm (Kozłowska and Ryszkowski, 2015b) .
Festival "Flavors of Podlasie" in open-air museum (with the staging of a Roma wedding) took place on 6 July 2014 in the Rural Museum in Białystok. The festival had many purposes and included various events taking place in the area of 27 hectares of open-air museum. Among the objectives there were: the promotion of Podlasie culture including its culinary traditions with demonstrations of organic food production, oil stamping and a unique forest distillery; a presentation of the Roma life style and the staging of a Roma wedding; performances of regional bands. Festival was preceded by a promotion campaign in the form of posters in Białystok region and advertisements in local media (Pikutin, 2015) . The main innovation of the festival and a magnet attracting tourists and residents of nearby towns was the presentation of Roma life in Podlasie. The festival was visited by more than 20 thousand people. Until 2014 this was the largest event of this kind organized in the open air museum (interview with A. Gaweł conducted on 5 March 2015). The Regional Secretary of the National Rural Network of Podlaskie Voivodship financed some of the projects implemented during the festival, including the staging of the Roma wedding. As a result of the project, the inhabitants of Podlasie region were introduced to the life of the Roma, which contributed to eradication of the stereotypes connected with their lives. Also, the participants learned the ways of preparing various traditional and ecological meals of the Podlasie region.
Study visit "Subsidiary use of the forest with special attention given to the herbal base on the example of the flora of Buryatia", took place on 03-10.09.2012. The trip was financed by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development. The purpose of the trip was to familiarize the participants with the use of the forest and to establish international cooperation with Irkutsk State University of Agriculture and other institutions, and also to learn about the role of herbs in local medicine and other uses. The participants of the trip were employees of the State Forests, Regional Directorate for Environmental Protection, and representatives of herbal industry from Ziołowy Zakątek in Korycin (Grodzisk commune). The result of the trip was the introduction of local cultivation of herbs, which to date had been largely imported to Poland. Cultivation of herbal plants, other plants, and pharmaceutical species was introduced in the Podlasie region, especially to Ziołowy Zakątek in Korycin (botanical garden). The newly introduced species of herbs included: leafy species of garlic, gentian, thyme, epilobium, speedwell, eyebright, garden angelica, berberis, artemisia, agrimony, hypericum, and others (Sprawozdanie merytoryczne…, 2012). Siberian varieties of these plants are attractive due to the size of plants and fruits, their aroma and the pace of growth. A few years after the introduction of plants into the botanical garden in Korycin, the arrivals of tourists and scientists have increased significantly. Growing atypical plants attracts crowds of tourists both from Poland and abroad. Nowadays, Ziołowy Zakątek, which benefited most from the study trip, has become a destination for tourism trips and research in the field of agriculture.
SUMMARY
Networking plays a significant role among the instruments of the European Union rural policy. It includes the creation of regional public-private partnerships, inter-territorial and transnational cooperation, and the functioning of national rural networks, integrated within the European Network for Rural Development. The activities of these institutions are considered to be engines of the development of rural areas. National rural networks are present in each of EU member states. They involve various stakeholder groups to promote knowledge, cooperation and exchange of experience. Their main task is to increase the effectiveness of rural development programs and improve the implementation of EU policies.
The significance of NRNs in the development of rural areas in Podlaskie Voivodeship manifests itself in many aspects. Podlasie NRN Secretary uses such tools as internet portal, seminars and conferences, fairs, or study visits to initiate various forms of cooperation between partners. It works on current and potential problems of rural development and facilitate exchange and transfer of experiences between rural areas both in and outside of the region. Podlasie NRN cooperates with local action groups in various voivodeships of Poland, and also in other EU member states, mainly in Germany, Austria, Latvia, France and Lithuania.
To date, research on the effectiveness of NRN activities has been sparse. The results of our analysis confirm that they are an important instrument supporting the socio-economic development of rural areas. The comparison of NRN activity and the dynamics of socio-economic development in administrative units of the region did not provide clear prove to judge on the causal effect of NRN activity on local development noticeable on high level of aggregation. However, the cases of concrete events organised by NRN described above had a tangible impact on the economic activity, employment, knowledge and regional awareness of the residents of the region. The authors see the need to extend research into the issue. It would be valuable to conduct more in-depth case studies, comparative research in various locations, as well as longitudinal studies to understand socio-economic transformations facilitated by the activities of rural networks on local level.
